
The territory that is now known as the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo came into existence in 1885 as the  Congo Free State

The Scramble for Africa, was the proliferation of conflicting 
European claims to African territory during the last 20 years of the 
19th century with the transition from "informal imperialism" of 
control through military influence and economic dominance to that 
of direct rule.

While all of the seaboard territories in Africa had been colonised by 
the end of the 19th century there were still vast areas in the interior 
of the African continent that were only just being explored by 
Europeans due to the difficult terrain and lack of transport 
connections.

in 1885 The Berlin Conference was an attempt to mediate colonial 
competition for the remaining landlocked territories in Africa 
between Britain, France and Germany and the conference agreed to 
the creation of  the  Congo Free State.

In 1876 King Léopold II of Belgium, had organized the International 
African Association and through his agent the explorer Henry 
Morgan Stanley he made treaties with several African chiefs along 
the Congo River and by 1882 had sufficient territory to form the 
basis of the Congo Free State.

By 1885 Léopold II personally owned the colony which covered an 
area of 2,300,000 km², about 75 times larger than Belgium it was a 
corporate state privately controlled by Leopold through a dummy 
non-governmental organization, the Association Internationale 
Africaine. 

Leopold was the sole shareholder and chairman. The state included 
the entire area of the present Democratic Republic of the Congo 
and existed from 1885 to 1908  and exploited it for ivory and rubber

The Congo Free State  imposed such a terror regime on the 
colonized people, including mass killings with millions of victims, 
and slave labour, estimates of the total death toll of three million, 
Joseph Conrad wrote about Leopold's regime in his book “Heart of 
Darkness”. 

Leopold made a large fortune by turning much of the Congo's adult 
male population into a slave labor force to gather wild rubber. His 



private army the force publique worked large numbers of men to 
death, raped and starved the women. The force publique would 
shoot all of those who did not deliver their quota of rubber and they 
would cut the hands of to prove that they had not wasted their 
bullets, they were payed for the number of human hands that they 
collected.

Belgium, under pressure from the Congo Reform Association, ended 
Leopold II's rule and annexed it in 1908 as a colony of Belgium.

Gradually the carnage slowed and stopped. But, the “Corvee” 
forced labor remained, and the chicotte (a hippopotamus-hide whip) 
was a principal, legal tool of governing. The Belgians built schools 
and hospitals, as well as road, rail, and steamboat networks, but 
mining profits flowed to Europe and the United States.

The Belgian Congo was a major exporter of Copper, diamonds and 
uranium and even in the 1950s forced labour still continued and life 
expectancy was less than forty years.

Belgium was not very interested in its colony, as the government 
never had a strategic long-term vision about the Congo they made 
little improvement to the condition of the people.

During the 1950's there was a rise in nationalism and independence 
movements, with the Mouvement National Congolais which was 
formed in 1956

The Mouvement National Congolais which was led by Patrice 
Lumumba and supported the idea of complete unity for the Congo 
territory upon its independence, although in 1959, an internal split 
was precipitated by Joseph Kalonji who favored a more moderate 
political stance (the splinter group was deemed Mouvement 
National Congolais-Kalonji. 

In May 1960, the MNC party or Mouvement National Congolais, led 
by Patrice Lumumba, won the parliamentary elections, and 
Lumumba was appointed Prime Minister. Joseph Kasavubu, of the 
ABAKO (Alliance des Bakongo) party, was elected President by the 
parliament. Other parties that emerged include the Parti Solidaire 
Africain (or PSA, led by Antoine Gizenga) and the Parti National du 
Peuple (or PNP led by Albert Delvaux and Laurent Mbariko).

The Belgian Congo achieved independence on June 30, 1960 under 



the name "Republic of Congo" or "Republic of the Congo" 
("République du Congo"). As the French colony of Middle Congo 
(Moyen Congo) also chose the name "Republic of Congo" upon 
receiving its independence, the two countries were more commonly 
known as "Congo-Léopoldville" and "Congo-Brazzaville", after their 
capital cities. In 1966, Joseph Mobutu changed the country's official 
name to "Democratic Republic of the Congo", and in 1971 it was 
changed again to "Republic of Zaïre".

On 5 July 1960, five days after the country gained independence 
from Belgium, the Force Publique garrison near Léopoldville 
mutinied against its white officers and this immediately led to re-
entry of Belgian forces ostensibly to secure the safety of its citizens 
but this was a clear violation of the national sovereignty of the new 
Congolese nation, as it had not requested Belgian assistance but 
this was only a taste of what was to come.

On 11 July 1960, with the support of Belgian business interests and 
over 6000 Belgian troops, the province of Katanga in the southeast 
declared independence as the State of Katanga under the 
leadership of Moise Tshombe, leader of the local CONAKAT party. 
Tshombe was known to be close to the Belgian industrial companies 
which mined the rich resources of copper, gold and uranium. 
Katanga was one of the richest and most developed areas of the 
Congo. Without Katanga, Congo would lose a large part of its 
mineral assets and consequently government income. 

On 14 July 1960, in response to requests by Prime Minister 
Lumumba, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 143. This 
called upon Belgium to remove its troops and provide 'military 
assistance' to the Congolese forces to allow them 'to meet fully 
their tasks'. Lumumba demanded that Belgium remove its troops 
immediately, threatening to seek help from the Soviet Union if they 
did not leave within two days. The UN reacted quickly and 
established United Nations Operation in the Congo (UNOC). The first 
UN troops arrived the next day but there was instant disagreement 
between Lumumba and the UN over the new force's mandate. 
Because the Congolese army had been in disarray since the mutiny, 
Lumumba wanted to use the UN troops to subdue Katanga by force. 
Referring to the resolution, Lumumba wrote to UN Secretary 
General Dag Hammarskjöld, ‘From these texts it is clear that, 
contrary to your personal interpretation, the UN force may be used 
to subdue the rebel government of Katanga.’



UN Secretary General Hammarskjöld refused to intervene as the 
secession of Katanga was an internal Congolese matter and the UN 
was forbidden to intervene by Article 2 of the United Nations 
Charter. Disagreements over what the UN force could and could not 
do continued throughout its deployment, despite the passage of 
two further Security Council resolutions. 

On 22 July, UN Security Council Resolution 145 affirmed that Congo 
should be a unitary state and strengthened the call for Belgium to 
withdraw its forces. 

On 9 August, UN Security Council Resolution 146 mentioned 
Katanga for the first time, and explicitly allowed UN forces to enter 
Katanga whilst forbidding their use to 'intervene in or influence the 
outcome of any internal conflict'.

On 8 August 1960, the province of South Kasai proclaimed itself as 
an autonomous State of with its capital at Bakwanga. Albert Kalonji 
was named president of South Kasai and Joseph Ngalula was 
appointed head of government. Lumumba was determined to 
quickly subdue the renegade provinces of Kasai and Katanga. 
Dissatisfied with the UN, Lumumba followed through on his threat 
to request military assistance from the Soviet Union, who 
responded with an airlift of Congolese troops to invade Kasai. 
Lumumba's decision to accept Soviet help angered the US and the 
CIA, now conspired with the UN forces, Joseph Mobutu the head of 
the Congolese armed forces and President Kasa-Vubu to remove 
him.

On September 5, President Kasa-Vubu dismissed Lumumba as 
prime minister  and appointed Joseph Ileo, who tried to form a new 
government but could not manage to get his new government 
approved by the parliament.
Less trhan three months after independence The republic of Congo 
no longer had a central Government and there was therefore no 
clear political authority.
 
The UN closed all Congolese airports under their control and shut 
down all of the radio communications. On September 14, with CIA 
help, Joseph Mobutu seized power in a military coup, suspending 
parliament and the constitution. Mobutu kept Kasa-Vubu as 
President. All Soviet advisors were ordered to leave. Lumumba was 
placed under house arrest guarded by UN troops.
Following the dismissal of Lumumba, his Vice Prime Minister 



Antoine Gizenga set up a rival government in the eastern city of 
Stanleyville with the help of pro-Lumumba forces.

Congolese independence was over and there were now at least four 
different conflicting regimes: Joseph Mobutu in Leopoldville who was 
supported by Western governments, Antoine Gizenga in 
Stanleyville, supported by the Soviet bloc and Egypt, Albert Kalonji 
in South Kasai and Moise Tshombe in Katanga, who was supported 
by Belgium and western mining interests.

On 27 November Lumumba escaped his house arrest and 
attempted to reach his supporters in Stanleyville. On December 1 
he was captured in Kasai by soldiers loyal to Mobutu.

On 17 January 1961 Mobutu sent Lumumba to Élisabethville (now 
Lubumbashi), the capital of Katanga. In full view of the press he was 
beaten and forced to eat copies of his own speeches, three weeks 
later it was anounced that he had been shot while escaping.

In 2001, a Belgian inquiry established that he had been that he had 
been murdered in custody by Katangan gendarmes in the presence 
of Belgian officers.

The UN Security Council met in the wake of Lumumba's death in a 
highly emotional atmosphere charged with anti-colonial feeling and 
rhetoric. The Soviet Government blamed UN Secretary General dag 
Hammarskjöld for Lumumba's death and called for his dismissal. 

On 21 February 1961 the Security Council adopted resolution 161, 
which authorised 'all appropriate measures' to 'prevent the 
occurrence of civil war in the Congo, including ... the use of force, if 
necessary, in the last resort', this demanded the expulsion from the 
Congo of all Belgian troops and mercenaries, but did not explicitly 
mandate the UN to conduct offensive operations. 
This resolution was ultimately interpreted by the local UN forces to 
justify military operations to end the secession of Katanga. 

What followed the end of the Katangan secession was five years of 
divided governments under President Kasa-Vubu and ongoing civil 
war.
 Moise Tshombe went into exile, but ironically in 1964 he returned 
to the Congo to serve as prime minister in a new Coalition 
government, but was dismissed from his position the following year 
by President Joseph Kasa Vubu.



In 1964, there was another rebellion led by Pierre Mulele, they 
quickly occupied two thirds of Congo, but the Congolese army, led 
by Mobuto, was able to reconquer the entire territory in 1965.

On November 25, 1965, General Mobutu seized power for the 
second time in a bloodless coup, following the power struggle 
between Kasavubu and his prime minister Moise Tshombe. 

According to Mobutu, it had taken "the politicians" five years to 
"ruin" the country; therefore, said Mobutu, "For five years, there will 
be no more political party activity in the country." Under the 
auspice of a regime d'exception (the equivalent of a state of 
emergency), Mobutu declared a state of emergency
(regime d'exception) and assumed dictatorial powers. The 
Parliament was reduced to a rubber-stamp, before being abolished 
altogether though it was later revived. The number of provinces 
was reduced, and their autonomy curtailed, resulting in a highly 
centralized state.

Embarking on a campaign of pro-Africa cultural awareness, as a 
part of his Africanisation Mobutu renamed the country the Republic 
of Zaire in October 1971 and Leopoldville was renamed Kinshasa.

For thirty years Mobuto ruled as a dictator and he served the 
interests of the west as their proxy in the region, for example Zaire 
was the recipient of nearly half the US foreign aid allocated sub-
Saharan Africa.

Under Mobuto Zaire acted as a supply route and support base for 
the US backed UNITA and FLNA factions fighting a civil war against 
the MPLA Government in Angola.

As a result of Mobuto's support for  UNITA and FLNA, the MPLA 
Angolan Government allowed a Congolese dissident force the FLNC 
to organise in Angola 
and launch invasions of Zaire in what became known as the Shaba 
wars   

The Shaba war 1 began on March 8, 1977 when about 2,000 
members of the Front for the National Liberation of the Congo 
(FLNC), invaded Shaba province in western Zaire, with the support 
of Angola's MPLA government and the possible involvement of 
Cuban troops.



President Mobutu Sese Seko of Zaire appealed for outside support 
on April 2 and the war ended when 1,500 Moroccan troops, airlifted 
into Zaire on April 10 by the French government, beat back the 
FNLC.

Shaba war II was an invasion of the Shaba separatist movement 
FNLC into the Zairian province of Shaba on 17 May 1978. The FNLC 
had its bases in eastern Angola and probably had the support of the 
Angolan government. Mobutu of Zaire appealed for foreign 
assistance and French and Belgian military intervention beat back 
the invasion just as in 1977.

Zaire received miltary support from France and the US, the war 
ended when U.S. and Cuba prssured Angola and Zaire into 
negotiations leading to a non-aggression pact. This ended support 
for insurgencies in each others' respective countries. Zaire 
temporarily cutoff support to FLEC, the FNLA, and UNITA and Angola 
forbade further activity by the Shaba separatists.

In May 1990, due to the ending of the Cold War following the fall of 
the soviet Union and a change in the international political climate, 
as well as economic problems due to the falling prices of minerals 
and commodities, particularly copper prices.

Domestic unrest began and political opposition to Mobuto took the 
form of student riots and the marche d'espoir a massive 
demonstration of over a million in Kishasa which was met by 
violence and then followed up by a widespread campaign of civil 
disobedience which was organised through the churches.

As a result of this unrest Mobutu agreed to end the ban on other 
political parties and appointed a transitional government that would 
lead to promised elections, Mobutu brought opposition figures into a 
coalition government, but he still connived to retain control of the 
security services and important ministries. Factional divisions led to 
the creation of two governments in 1993, one pro and one anti-
Mobutu. 

The anti-Mobutu government was headed by Laurent Monsengwo 
and Étienne Tshisekedi of the UDPS. The economic situation was 
still dreadful, and, in 1994, the two groups joined as the High 
Council of Republic - Parliament of Transition (HCR-PT). Mobutu 
appointed Kengo Wa Dondo, an advocate of austerity and free-



market reforms, as prime minister. 

The political situation in Zaire declined with the Great Lakes Crisis 
and the entry into the Kivu region of massive numbers of refugees 
in what became known as the Great Lakes refugee crisis, two 
million Hutu refugees fled from Rwanda, fearing retaliatory 
genocide, after the Rwandan Patriotic Front took over the country in 
July 1994. Among the refugees were members of the interahamwe, 
militia groups linked to political parties who took part in the 
genocide earlier that year.They set up camps in eastern Zaire from 
which they attacked both Rwandan Tutsis and Banyamulenge, 
Zairian Tutsis. 

Mobutu, whose control of the country was beginning to weaken, 
supported the Hutu extremists for political reasons and did nothing 
to stop the ongoing violence. 

In the end Mobuto was overthrown following military intervention, 
aided by Rwandan and Ugandan forces 

The anti-Mobutu forces combined to form the Alliance of 
Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Zaire (AFDL). The AFDL 
received the support of the leaders of African Great Lakes states, 
particularly Paul Kagame of Rwanda and Yoweri Museveni of 
Uganda. Lacking foreign military assistance, many elements of the 
Zairian Army joined Laurent-Désiré Kabila as they marched from 
eastern DRC on Kinshasa.

With active support from Rwanda, Uganda and Angola, Kabila's 
forces moved methodically down the Congo river, encountering only 
light resistance from the crumbling regime based in Kinshasa. The 
bulk of his fighters were Tutsis and many were veterans from 
conflicts in the Lakes region of Africa. Kabila himself had credibility 
because he had been a longtime political opponent of Mobutu, and 
was a follower of Patrice Lumumba, 

On May 16, 1997, the multinational army headed by Kabila battled 
to secure Lubumbashi airport after peace talks broke down and 
Mobutu fled the country. 
Kabila proclaimed himself President on the same day and 
immediately ordered a violent crackdown to restore order. 
Once Kabila was in power the situation changed dramatically. He 
quickly became suspected of corruption and authoritarianism 
comparable to Mobutu. Many pro-democratic groups abandoned 



him. He began a vigorous centralization campaign, bringing 
renewed conflict with minority groups in the east who demanded 
autonomy. Kabila began to turn against his former Rwandan allies 
when they showed little sign of withdrawing from his territory. He 
accused them and their allies of trying to capture the region's 
mineral resources. His reliance on the Rwandan government for 
political and military aid contributed to the perception that he was a 
puppet of the Rwandan government.

In August 1998 Kabila dismissed all ethnic Tutsis from the 
government and ordered all Rwandan and Ugandan officials to 
leave the DRC. The two countries then turned against their former 
client, sending troops to aid rebels attempting to overthrow Kabila 
and triggering the Second Congo War.

The Second Congo War,began in August 1998 and officially ended 
in July 2003 when the Transitional Government of the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo took power.The war was a conflict  between 
several different African state forces and allied militia groups in the 
DRC, it was protracted as many of these groups sought not overall 
military victory but merely de facto control of the civilian population 
through terror so that they could organise the exploitation of the 
mineral resources of the DRC   

The forces  involved in this multi sided conflict included:
The Kinshasa-aligned forces included the Congolese national army 
under President Laurent-Désiré Kabila and later his son Joseph 
Kabila, various anti foreigner Mai-Mai groups, and allied nations 
such as Zimbabwe, Angola, Chad, Sudan and Namibia;

Rwandan Patriotic Front-aligned forces included the national armies 
of the Tutsi-dominated governments of Rwanda and Burundi, the 
militia groups such as the Rally for Congolese Democracy (RCD) 
rebel forces based in Goma. 

Hutu-aligned forces which included Rwandan Hutus responsible for 
the 1994 Rwandan Genocide, Burundian rebels seeking to 
overthrow their government, Congolese Hutus and affiliated Mai-Mai 
militias. The major Hutu group currently is the Forces 
Démocratiques de la Libération du Rwanda (FDLR) operating in the 
Kivu provinces. 

Uganda-aligned forces included Uganda's national army and various 
Uganda-backed rebel groups, such as the Movement for the 



Liberation of Congo, in control of much of the northeast and central 
north of the DRC. 

The United Nations has named Uganda as one country that illegally 
extracted natural resources from the DRC.
In April 2001 a UN panel of experts investigated the illegal 
exploitation of diamonds, cobalt, coltan, gold and other lucrative 
resources in the Congo. The report accused Rwanda, Uganda and 
Zimbabwe of systematically exploiting Congolese resources and 
recommended the Security Council impose sanctions.

On 16 January 2001 Laurent Kabila was shot and wounded in an 
assassination attempt by one of his bodyguards and died from his 
injuries, by unanimous vote of the Congolese parliament, his son, 
Joseph Kabila, was sworn in as president to replace him. 

On 19 April 2002The Sun City Agreement was formalized, It was a 
framework for providing the Congo with a unified, multipartite 
government and democratic elections.

On 30 July 2002 Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo 
signed a peace deal known as the Pretoria Agreement after five 
days of talks in Pretoria, South Africa. The talks centered on two 
issues. One was the withdrawal of the estimated 20,000 Rwandan 
soldiers in the Congo. The other was the rounding up of the ex-
Rwandan soldiers and the dismantling of the Hutu militia known as 
Interahamwe, which took part in Rwanda's 1994 genocide and 
continued to operate out of eastern Congo. Rwanda had previously 
refused to withdraw until the Hutu militias were dealt with.

On 6 September2002 , the Luanda Agreement formalized peace 
between Congo and Uganda. The treaty aimed to get Uganda to 
withdraw their troops from Bunia and to improve the relationship 
between the two countries, but implementation proved 
troublesome. Eleven days later the first Rwandan soldiers were 
withdrawn from the eastern DRC. On 5 October Rwanda announced 
the completion of its withdrawal; MONUC confirmed the departure 
of over 20,000 Rwandan soldiers.

On 21 October 2002 the UN published its Expert Panel's Report of 
the pillage of natural resources by armed groups. Both Rwanda and 
Uganda rejected accusations that senior political and military 
figures were involved in illicit trafficking of plundered resources.



On 17 December 2002 the Congolese parties of the Inter Congolese 
Dialogue, namely: the national government, the MLC, the RCD, the 
RCD-ML, the RCD-N, the domestic political opposition, 
representatives of civil society and the Mai Mai, signed the Global 
and All-Inclusive Agreement. The Agreement described a plan for 
transitional governance that should have resulted in legislative and 
presidential election within two years of its signing and marked the 
formal end of the Second Congo War.

On 19 December 2005 the United Nations International Court of 
Justice ruled that the DRC's sovereignty had been violated by 
Uganda, and that Uganda had looted billions of dollars worth of 
resources. The DRC government has asked for $10 billion in 
compensation.

Amidst much violence and allegations of election rigging Laurent 
Kabila was confirmed as President on November 27 2006. 

Meanwhile the war in the east of Congo continues unabatted as 
factions within the national Congolese army (FARDC) and militia 
groups seek to control their own regional powerbases, all of the 
military groups continue to terrorise the local civilian populations in 
the absence of any extension of civil society from Kinshasa and the 
plunder of congolese resources and the exploitation of the 
Congolese people by western interests continues just as it did under 
the rule of Leopold.


